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Translator’s note


Some readers may be puzzled by the term ‘baby-foot’, a faux anglicisme for the football game played so remorselessly yet so effectively by Michel and many of his contemporaries in this novel. Known variously in different parts of the world as ‘table football’, ‘kicker’ or ‘foosball’, in France ‘baby-foot’ has its own federation, tournaments and rules. In the Paris of the 1960s the game became a craze and no self-respecting café could be without a ‘baby-foot’ table or two.


I should like to express my particular gratitude to Sara Holloway for her sensitive editing of my text. My thanks, too, to various friends who have offered suggestions or advice on specialized terms used in the translation: Irina Brown, Mark Eisenthal, Ben Faccini, Hélène Fiamma, Jeremy James, Agnès Liebaert, Nelly Munthe, Joséphine Séblon. I should also like to thank Adélaïde Fabre, Julie Etienne and their colleagues at the Villa Gillet in Lyon for their kindness and hospitality during the month I spent there working on this translation.


 




Club: Klub/noun; a place at which one meets for social, political, athletic or other ends. [Middle English]


I prefer to live as an optimist and be wrong, than live as a pessimist and be always right.


ANONYMOUS











APRIL 1980











 


 


 


 


A writer is being buried today. It’s like a final demonstration: an unexpected crowd – silent, respectful and anarchic – is blocking the streets and the boulevards around the Montparnasse cemetery. How many are there? Thirty thousand? Fifty thousand? Fewer? More? Whatever they say, it’s important to have a lot of people at one’s funeral. If anybody had told him that there would be such a multitude, he wouldn’t have believed them. It would have made him laugh. It’s not a question that can have concerned him much. He expected to be buried hastily, with twelve faithful mourners, not with the honours of a Hugo or a Tolstoy. Never in the past half-century have so many people paid tribute to an intellectual. Anyone would think he was indispensable or had had unanimous support. Why are they here, all of them? Given what they know about him, they ought not to have come. How absurd to pay homage to a man who was wrong about almost everything, was constantly misled, and who put his talents into defending the indefensible with conviction. They would have done better to attend the funerals of those who were right, whom he had despised and poured scorn on. No one went out of their way for them.


And yet, behind these failures, there was something else, something admirable about this little man, about his passionate desire to force the hand of destiny with his mind, to press on in the face of all logic, not to give up in spite of certain defeat, to accept the contradictions of a just cause and a battle that was lost beforehand, of an eternal struggle, constantly repeated and without resolution. It’s impossible to get inside the cemetery, where they are trampling over graves, climbing on top of monuments and knocking over tombstones in order to get closer and see the coffin. You would think it was the burial of a pop star or a saint. But it’s not just a man they are interring: an old idea is being entombed with him. Nothing will change and we know that. There will not be a better society.  You either accept it or you don’t. We have one foot in the grave here, what with our beliefs and our vanished illusions. This is the multitude as absolution for wrongs committed out of idealism. For the victims, nothing is changed. For them there will be neither apologies, nor reparation, nor a first-class burial. What could be worse than to do harm when you intended to do good? It is a bygone era that is being taken to the grave. It’s not easy to live in a world without hope.


At this moment, no one is settling scores. No one is taking stock. We are all equally to blame and we are all wrong. I’ve not come because of the thinker. I’ve never understood his philosophy, his plays are heavy going and, as for his novels, I’ve forgotten them. I’ve come for the sake of old memories. But the throng has reminded me who he was. You can’t mourn a hero who supported the oppressors. I make an about-turn. I shall bury him in a corner of my mind.





There are disreputable districts that take you back to your past and where it’s best not to loiter. You think you’ve forgotten it because you don’t think about it, but all it wants is to come back. I avoided Montparnasse. There were ghosts there I didn’t know what to do with. I saw one of them straight ahead of me in the side road that runs beside boulevard Raspail. I recognized his inimitable pale-striped overcoat, Humphrey Bogart 1950s-style. There are some men you can spot from the way they walk. Pavel Cibulka, orthodox, partisan, king of the great ideological divide and two-a-penny jokes, haughty and proud in his bearing, was striding along unhurriedly. I overtook him. He had grown stouter and could no longer button up his overcoat. His tousled white hair made him look like an artist.


‘Pavel.’


He stopped, looked me up and down. He searched his memory for where he had seen this face. Surely I conjured up a vague recollection. He shook his head. I did not remind him of anything.


‘It’s me… Michel. Do you remember?’


He gazed at me, incredulous, still suspicious.


‘Michel?… Little Michel?’




‘Enough of that, I’m taller than you.’


‘Little Michel!… How long has it been?’


‘The last time we saw each other was here, for Sacha. That’s fifteen years ago.’


We stood there in silence, confused by our memories. We fell into one another’s arms. He clasped me tightly.


‘I wouldn’t have recognized you.’


‘You haven’t changed.’


‘Don’t make fun of me. I’ve put on a hundred kilos. Due to dieting.’


‘I’m glad to see you again. Aren’t the others with you? Did you come on your own?’


‘I’m off to work. I’m not retired.’


His Bohemian drawl had become even more pronounced. We went to the Select, a brasserie where everyone behaved as though they knew him. Hardly had we sat down than the waiter, without his having asked for anything, brought him a strong coffee with a jug of cold milk then took my order. Pavel leant over to grab hold of the basket full of croissants from the next table and gleefully wolfed down three of them, talking with immense elegance and with his mouth full. Pavel had fled Czechoslovakia almost thirty years ago and lived in France in precarious circumstances. He had escaped in the nick of time from the purge that had removed Slansky, the former Secretary-General of the Communist Party, and Clementis, his Minister for Foreign Affairs, with whom he had worked closely. A former ambassador to Bulgaria and author of a reference work, The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk: Diplomacy and Revolution, which no Paris publisher wanted, Pavel was the nightwatchman in a hotel in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, where he lived in a small room on the top floor. He hoped to find his elder brother, who had made his way to the United States at the end of the war, and he was waiting for an American visa, which was refused him on account of his past.


‘They’re not going to give me my visa. I won’t see my brother again.’


‘I know an attaché at the embassy. I can talk to him about it.’


‘Don’t bother. I’ve got a folder that’s as plump as I am. Apparently, I’m one of the founders of the Czechoslovak Communist Party.’




‘Is it true?’


He shrugged his shoulders resignedly.


‘When you were a student in Prague in the thirties, the alternative was clear. You were either for the exploiters, or for the exploited. I didn’t choose sides. I was born into one. I was young, convinced that we were right and that there was no other solution for our country. It’s true: I was one of the leaders of the party. I had a law degree. I believed that electricity and the education of the masses were going to give birth to a new man. We couldn’t imagine that Communism was going to crush us. Capitalism would, we were sure of that. During the war, it was clear-cut. You either supported the Communists, or the Fascists. For those who had no opinion, it was their bad luck. We made enthusiastic progress. I never questioned myself. After the liberation, nothing happened as we had hoped. Today, they couldn’t give a damn that my friends were hanged, or that my family was harassed until they disowned me. They’re not interested in an old Commie, and I’ve decided to be a bloody nuisance. Every year, I submit a request for a visa. They refuse. It doesn’t matter, I continue doing it.’


‘Tell me, Pavel, are you no longer a Communist?’


‘Still am and always will be!’


‘It’s a total disaster. It’s collapsing everywhere.’


‘Communism is a beautiful idea, Michel. The word comrade has a meaning. It’s the men who are no good. If they had been given time, Dubcek and Svoboda would have got there. Mind you, my luck’s beginning to change.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, believe it or not, I’ve written to Cyrus Vance, Jimmy Carter’s Secretary of State. He’s replied to me. Can you believe it?’


From out of his wallet, he carefully extracted a letter that was in its original envelope and handed it to me to read. Cyrus Vance was replying to his letter of 11 January 1979, telling him that he would forward it to the appropriate department.


‘What do you reckon?’ he asked.


‘It’s a standard reply. He’s not exactly committing himself.’




‘In twenty-five years, it’s the first time they’ve done anything. It’s an omen. Cyrus Vance is not a Republican, he’s a Democrat.’


‘Didn’t you get a reply before?’


‘I was an ass, I wrote to the President of the United States. He doesn’t have time to reply to those who write to him. It was Imré who advised me to write to the Secretary of State.’


‘You may well have knocked at the right door. If they refuse again, what are you going to do?’


‘I’m no longer Czech. I’m not French. I’m stateless. It’s the worst scenario. One doesn’t exist. I do have a glimmer of hope of seeing my brother again. He’s American. We phone once a year to wish each other a happy New Year. He’s a foreman in the building trade. He has a family. He lives well. But he can’t afford to come to Europe. I’ll put in another request next year. And the following one.’


The brasserie had gradually filled up with a crowd of people who had come to take a break after the funeral. One group made its way over to our table. A woman tried to invade our bench.


‘May I?’


‘It’s taken!’


The woman drew back, surprised by his aggressive tone. The little group moved away.


‘God, it’s like a bad dream! Did you see the bunch of idiots who have turned up for the old bugger? Are they screwed up or what?’


‘He was a symbol.’


‘I’d go and piss on his grave. He deserves nothing less. He’s got nothing to be proud of.’


‘He couldn’t retract.’


‘He knew. Ever since Gide and Rousset. I told him about Slansky and Clementis. He said nothing. He knew about Kravchenko. He condemned Kravchenko. How do you explain that? Howling with the pack. Despising the martyrs. Denying the truth. Isn’t that being party to it? He was a shit.’


He remained pensive, his head bowed, his face tense.


‘I’m in no position to preach; I shouldn’t have said that.’


‘I don’t follow.’




‘It’s the least you can do, not to bite the hand that feeds you. We survived on the cash they handed out to us. Without them, we wouldn’t have got by.’


‘Who did hand out cash to you?’


Pavel gave me a sidelong glance as though I were playing the fool. He saw that I was being genuine.


‘Both of them. Kessel and Sartre. They used their connections to get us translations, to get small jobs. They knew lots of people. They recommended us to magazines, to newspaper editors. We wrote stuff. If we were broke, they paid the landlord or the bailiffs. How would we have got by? We didn’t have a bean. We’d lost everything. If they hadn’t helped us, we would have ended up being homeless. It was harder when he became blind and he no longer left his home. Two years ago, they helped out Vladimir, do you remember him?’


‘As though it were yesterday.’


‘He had some problems.’


He was itching to tell me. In my mind’s eye I could see Vladimir Gorenko in the rear room of the Balto, passing his food around.


‘What became of Vladimir?’


‘Before coming to the West, he was in charge of the oil wells in Odessa. When he arrived, he was given political refugee status. He didn’t find work. No oil company wanted him. Even the people he knew and who had done business with him. Nobody lifted a finger to help him. Do you know why? They were frightened of Moscow. If they took him on, it would mean getting on the wrong side of them. They harped on about the Commies and they did business with them. Marcusot, the owner of the café, do you remember, he was a decent man, and he found him an attic room above a delicatessen in rue Daguerre. Vladimir looked after his accounts.


‘He paid him in kind with sausages and cooked meals. Well, paying him is overstating it a bit, Vladimir complained because he gave him the leftovers he would otherwise have thrown away.


‘We did well out of it. Vladimir shared everything with us. Other shopkeepers asked him to look after them. Gradually, he built up a clientele.  It was going well. It didn’t please the accountants in the area, who complained. Vladimir has loads of good qualities except that he’s a know-it-all. He’s always right. He’s not a diplomat, if you see what I mean. When the cops arrived, instead of playing dumb and keeping a low profile, he got annoyed and was high-handed with them: “I wasn’t afraid of the KGB and I came out of Stalingrad alive, so I’m not scared of you. I work, I pay my taxes, so fuck you!” He wouldn’t listen. He carried on in spite of the warnings. You won’t believe me, but they put him in jail. For illegally practising the profession of chartered accountant. He argued with the examining magistrate. He was remanded in custody for four months. Can you believe it? A guy who speaks six or seven languages. They closed down his office. He went bankrupt. Who do you reckon helped him out? Kessel went to see the judge and Sartre paid the fine.’


‘And what’s he doing now?’


‘He’s working for the accountant who informed on him and he’s got his customers back. He’s not allowed to take his degree.’


‘Sacha mentioned him once or twice. I hadn’t realized they were helping you.’


‘I didn’t know you were a friend of Sacha’s. I thought you were a friend of Igor’s. No one liked Sacha. He was…’


Pavel stopped when he saw the way I was looking at him. We sat there in silence, amidst the hubbub, with the memories that had come back to haunt us.


‘I was friends with both of them.’


‘You couldn’t be friends with both of them. It was impossible.’


‘For me, it was possible. Sacha told me one day that Kessel had paid the rent on his attic room. He was late again and he didn’t dare ask him.’


‘Kessel had a kind heart. Right up to the end, until last year, he helped us out. You see, I can behave like a little shit, too. You shouldn’t expect anything from anyone. You do the right thing and they spit in your face. I can’t help it, I’m unable to forget what Sartre said, what he allowed to be said and, above all, what he didn’t say. That’s why we didn’t much care for him. He was an arsehole, an armchair revolutionary. He was generous, but money doesn’t make up for things.’




‘I never noticed anything, throughout all those years. I was young. I had the impression that he liked you.’


‘I used to tell him jokes. They made him laugh. He had such a good memory, and yet he never remembered them, and he would ask me to repeat them again.’


‘I remember Leonid and his joke about Stalin and the sun.’


‘Go on, tell it to me, I’d love to hear it again.’


‘Wait, I’m trying to remember. One morning Stalin gets out of bed. It’s a fine day. He speaks to the sun: “Sun, tell me who is the handsomest, the most intelligent, the strongest one of all?” The sun doesn’t hesitate for a second: “It is you, O Stalin, light of the universe!” At midday, Stalin asks again: “Tell me Sun, who is the most brilliant, the greatest, the most outstanding man of all time?” The sun confirms: “It is you, O great Stalin.” Before dinner, Stalin can’t resist the pleasure of asking the sun once more who is the best Communist in the world. The sun replies: “You’re just a nutcase, Stalin, a psychopath, a raging lunatic, so fuck you, I’ve now gone over to the West!”’


Pavel burst out laughing as though he were hearing it for the first time.


‘You’re no good at telling jokes. The French don’t know how to tell them. When Leonid told it, it went on for an hour.’


‘It’s true. It was extraordinary. Do you really think he told it to Stalin?’


‘That’s what he said to me. Leonid’s not the type to brag. You tell me – you were close to him, if I remember correctly?’


‘Very close. I’d love to see him again.’


‘And yet he loathed Sacha.’


‘They had long-standing squabbles that no longer interest people. These days, they’re not very important any more.’


He hesitated, said nothing, and shrugged his shoulders. He took another croissant.


‘Are you paying?’


‘By the way, your book on the treaty of Brest-Litovsk, was it ever published?’


‘You’re joking! I retranslated it, I rewrote it, I altered it, I shortened it. There was always a good reason. I had some interest from a young  publisher. I’d reached 965 pages. He wanted me to cut 250 of them. I decided to drop it.’


‘Tell me another joke, Pavel.’


‘Do you know the difference between a rouble and a dollar?’


I had already heard this pointless joke. It may even have been he who told it to me fifteen years ago. I racked my brain.


‘No, I don’t know.’


‘One dollar!’


He was delighted and burst out laughing.


‘What happened, Michel? We used to hear about you for a while, and then you disappeared.’


‘After Sacha died, I went on seeing Igor and Werner. Do you still see the others?’


‘You’re the only one we don’t see any more.’











OCTOBER 1959–DECEMBER 1960











1


It was the only time in my life that I had seen both my families reunited – well, a good number of them anyway, and there were already twenty or so people there. It was my birthday and I’d had a bad premonition. I had sensed danger, without being able to pinpoint it. Later on, I worked out certain signs that should have been obvious to me, but engrossed in the feasting and the presents, I was too young to understand them. My friends seemed to have just one family each; I had two, and they were quite different. They did not get on with one another. The Marinis and the Delaunays. My father’s family and my mother’s. That was the day I discovered that they loathed each other. My father, who was always cheerful, was the only one who ventured from one to the other with his tray of fruit juices, mimicking the voices of famous actors such as Jean Gabin or Louis Jouvet.


‘A little orange juice? It won’t do you any harm, it’s made of fruit.’


The Marinis collapsed with laughter. The Delaunays rolled their eyes.


‘Paul, do stop, it’s not funny!’ said my mother, who hated imitations.


She remained seated, talking to her brother Maurice, whom she had not seen since he settled in Algeria after the war. My father did not care for him. I liked him because he never stopped making jokes. He used to call me Callaghan. I don’t know why. As soon as he set eyes on me, he would adopt a mock-English accent and say: ‘How do you do, Callaghan?’ and I was supposed to reply: ‘Very good!’ When we parted, I was entitled to a ‘Bye-bye Callaghan!’ accompanied by a feigned punch to the chin. Maurice came to Paris once a year for an American business seminar. He made it a point of principle to be the first to benefit from the latest innovations. This was called management. He peppered his vocabulary with Americanized expressions. Nobody knew what they meant, but everyone pretended they did. He was thrilled by the seminar ‘How to become a Winner?’ He explained the basic principles to my mother, who lapped up  his words. My father, who was convinced that it was all humbug, did not miss his opportunity: ‘You should have let me know,’ he joked, putting on General de Gaulle’s voice, ‘we would have sent the generals from the French army on this course.’


He burst out laughing, and so, too, did the Marinis. It did not help ease the tension. Maurice took no notice and continued trying to encourage my mother to enrol on the course. When he retired, grandfather Philippe had handed over the reins to his daughter. He was determined she should improve herself, even though she had been working with him for ten years now. On Maurice’s recommendation, he had sent her on an American-style course called ‘How to become a modern manager’. She had travelled to Brussels for two weeks of intensive training. She had returned with a collection of thick volumes that had pride of place on the bookshelf. She was very proud of them, for they were a proof of and testimony to her skills. They ranged from ‘Winning over difficult customers’ to ‘Building up a network of effective relationships’ or ‘Developing your potential for decision making’. Every year, she attended a three-day seminar at a luxurious office block on avenue Hoche, and a new book would be added to the red leather-bound collection. The previous year, she had gone with him to the seminar ‘How to win friends?’, which had transformed her. Ever since, she had worn a fixed smile, the key to her present and future successes. Her movement was relaxed, a sign of her inner tranquillity, her voice soft and calm, evidence of her personal strength and, according to Dale Carnegie, whose ideas the seminars were promoting, they were supposed to change her life. My father did not believe in them. For him, they were a waste of time and money.


‘In any case, you’ll never make a thoroughbred out of a carthorse,’ he proclaimed, with a little smile directed at Maurice.


One week beforehand, I had asked my mother to invite the Marinis.


‘We don’t normally invite them. We celebrate birthdays in the family.’


I had persisted. Her new smile had deserted her. I, on the other hand, had not given up. If they did not come, there would be no party. She had looked at me with a mournful expression. My mother did not change her mind. I was resigned to the fact. When my father informed me with  a conniving smile that the Marinis had been invited, I had been over the moon, convinced that, thanks to me, the reconciliation would take place. I should not have forced her. She took no notice of them. The only outsiders at the gathering were Nicolas Meyer, my one friend, who got bored to death waiting for the cake, Maria, the Spanish maid, who went round from group to group with her tray of orangeade and mulled wine, and Néron, my brown tabby cat who followed her around like a dog. For a long time I thought that having two families was an advantage, for a long time I made the most of it. But, although those who have no family at all will think that I’m a spoilt brat who doesn’t know how lucky he is, having two families is actually worse than having none at all.





The Marinis, in their corner of the room, were gathered around Grandfather Enzo. They were waiting. Franck, my brother, had made up his mind which side he was on. He was talking in a hushed voice to Uncle Baptiste and Grandmother Jeanne. My father appeared, carrying an enormous cake with chocolate icing, and began singing ‘Happy birthday, Michel’. The Marinis joined in the chorus. This was a custom with them: as soon as they were together, they sang. Each of them had his or her own favourite repertoire and, when they were all together, they formed a chorus. My mother smiled at me tenderly. She did not sing. I blew out my twelve candles in two puffs. Philippe, my mother’s father, clapped. He did not sing, nor did Maurice, nor did any of the Delaunays. They clapped, and the Marinis sang: ‘Happy birthday, Michel, happy birthday to you’… And the more the Marinis sang, the more the Delaunays clapped. Juliette, my little sister, clapped, Franck sang. Nicolas too. It was at that precise moment that an unpleasant sensation came over me. I gazed at them uncomprehendingly, my awkwardness concealed by the din. This may be where my phobia for family gatherings stems from.


I received three presents. The Delaunays gave me a two-speed Teppaz record player: it played 33s and 45s, with a special loader for the 45s. It was a significant present and Philippe emphasized the delicacy of the pick-up arm and how carefully one had to follow the operating instructions.


‘Your mother didn’t want you to squabble with your brother any more.’




Enzo Marini gave me a large book: The Treasures of the Louvre. He had retired from the rail company and came to Paris once a month with Grandmother Jeanne, courtesy of his discount railcard. She used the opportunity to call on Baptiste, my father’s elder brother, who had brought up his two children on his own ever since his wife had been killed in a road accident. A railcar driver on the Paris-Meaux line, Baptiste had apparently once been talkative and outgoing. Whenever they spoke about him, my parents gave one another equivocal glances. When I questioned them, they avoided replying and their silence was even more oppressive than his.





I used to go to the Louvre with Enzo. In Lens, where he lived, there was nothing interesting to see. I don’t know where he acquired his knowledge. All he had was his school certificate. He knew the paintings and the artists, and had a preference for the Italian Renaissance. We spent hours pacing up and down the vast corridors until closing time. I loved those days when we were on our own. He didn’t talk to me as though he were addressing his grandson, but as if to a friend. I often used to ask him questions about his youth, but he did not like talking about it. His father had left Fontanellato, near Parma, driven by poverty. He had emigrated with his two younger brothers. The three of them had handed on the family farm to their elder brother. He found his way to Northern France where he worked in a mine. Enzo was the first to be born in France. His father, who had always wanted to become French and had forbidden Italian to be spoken at home, had cut all ties with his native land and had lost touch with the rest of the family. Enzo married a girl from Picardy. He was French and proud of it. When some idiot, out to upset him, referred to him as an Eyetie or Macaroni, he replied with a smile, ‘Pleased to meet you – I’m Lieutenant Vincenzo Marini, from Lens in the Pas-de-Calais.’


My father told me that he had sometimes had to resort to his fists in order to gain respect. For him, Italy was a foreign land in which he had never set foot. We were astonished when Enzo told us, that same day, that he had begun to have Italian lessons.


The Louvre gave me an education I hadn’t expected. Enzo taught me how to recognize artists, to distinguish styles and periods. He pretended  to believe that my attraction to statues of naked women was entirely due to the perfect lines of Canova or Bartolini, then he teased me about it. My father had not said a word when Philippe had given me the record player, but he went into raptures over the book, making admiring comments about the quality of the reproductions. He turned the pages with ‘oh’s and ‘ah’s of admiration, in his usual slightly exaggerated way. He paused at Leonardo’s St John the Baptist, with its raised finger and curly hair, unsettled by the mystery of that very irreverent smile.


‘You wouldn’t think he was a saint.’


‘Why don’t you come with us to the Louvre?’ Enzo asked.


‘Oh, you know, me and museums…’


My father always knew how to create a sense of the dramatic. He placed a cube-shaped packet on the table, wrapped in dark blue glossy paper and tied with a red ribbon. Before opening it, I had to guess what was inside it. No, it was not a book. It would not have occurred to my father to buy one. A toy?


‘You’re past the age to be given one.’


It was not a parlour game either. Everybody began guessing except my mother, who smiled. It was not a lorry you had to assemble, nor an aeroplane, nor a boat, nor a train, nor a model car set, it was not a microscope, nor a watch, nor binoculars, nor a tie or scent, nor was it a set of lead soldiers, or a fountain pen. It wasn’t something you could eat or drink, nor was it a hamster or a small rabbit.


‘How could you think I’d put a live animal in a box? No, it’s not stuffed.’


We found our imagination sorely lacking. I stood rooted to the spot, convinced I’d lost my chance of getting the present.


‘Do we have to open it for you?’ my father said.


I tore off the wrapping paper in a flash. I thrilled with delight when I discovered the clear plastic box. A Kodak Brownie! I would not have thought my father capable of giving me such a present. Two weeks earlier, passing a photographic shop in the Rue Soufflot, I had stopped to admire it and I had explained the new features of the camera to him. He had been surprised that I was so well informed about photography. In actual fact, I was pretending, he just knew even less about it than I did. I threw  my arms around him and thanked him again and again for making me so happy.


‘Save some thanks for your mother too, she’s the one who went to get it.’


In a few frantic seconds, I managed to feed the film onto the reel. I assembled the family in a compact group, facing the window, directing operations as I had seen the school photographer do for our annual class photo.


‘Smile, Papa. Uncle Maurice, stand behind Mama. Smile, for goodness sake, smile!’


The flash went off. I took another one just to be sure. Vocations are all to do with the luck of the draw. Later on, I made up my mind: I would be a photographer. This struck me as a glamorous and worthwhile aim. My father went further: ‘It’s true, dear Michel, it must be fun being a photographer, and it pays well.’


If I had my father’s blessing to boot, great possibilities were opening up before me. Franck, as usual, managed to dampen my enthusiasm: ‘If you want to be a photographer, you’ll have to improve your maths.’


What did he know about it? Because of him, the discussion took a dangerous turn between those who maintained that photography was an art and that maths was unnecessary, and those who asserted that one had to know all about perspective, optics, emulsion, and masses of other technical stuff. This made me feel uncomfortable. They tried to convince themselves with lots of arguments that nobody listened to. I didn’t realize that two people could both be right. As for Franck, he must have been jealous. He had not been given such a fine present when he was my age. Taking photographs is actually not a science, it’s a matter of luck. This historic photo of the whole family gathered together, the only one of its kind, stood on the sideboard for three years. It disappeared, for reasons that have nothing to do with its artistic merits.





For a long time, I lived in complete and utter ignorance of my family’s history. Everything was pretty perfect in my world. People never tell children about what went on before they came along. To begin with, we’re  too young to understand, later on we’re too grown up to listen, then we haven’t got time, and afterwards it’s too late. That’s the thing about family life. We live cheek by jowl with people as though we knew one another, but we know nothing about anybody. We hope for miracles from our close relationships: for impossible harmony, for total trust, for intimate bonds. We satisfy ourselves with the reassuring lie of our kinship. Perhaps I expected too much. What I know comes from Franck. It was he who revealed the truth to me, following the events that shattered our family on the day of the shop’s opening.


There is a gap of seven years between Franck and me. He was born in 1940. His story is the story of our family with its ups and downs and its imponderables. Without him, I would not be here. Our fate hinged on the early months of the war. At that time, my mother’s father Philippe was running his plumbing and zinc-roofing business. Before the war, it had branched out into selling kitchen and bathroom equipment. He had never touched a zinc pipe or a blowtorch in his life. He was happy to let others do the work and, to judge by his comments, it was tough. He had inherited the business from his father and he managed it efficiently. The start of his problems can be dated precisely to 3 February 1936 when he took on Paul Marini as an apprentice. My father was seventeen and had no wish to follow in the family tradition of working for the railways from one generation to the next. He wanted to live in Paris. On the day he was hired, he impressed Grandfather Delaunay by soldering some pewter perfectly and in record time. For the next three years my grandfather congratulated himself on having recruited my father, who charmed everybody with his smile, his kindness, his willingness and his ability. Without realizing it, he had let the wolf into the fold. His daughter Hélène fell madly in love with this handsome lad with his velvety good looks, wavy hair and slight dimple, who danced the waltz tirelessly and made her laugh with his imitations of Maurice Chevalier and Raimu. These must have been the most wonderful years for my parents. They were seventeen or eighteen; they used to see one another in secret and no one would have had any idea that they were going steady. In those days, a boss’s daughter was not allowed to consort with a worker, especially the son of an Italian  immigrant. It was unheard of. Everyone had to keep to his or her place. In time, things would probably have reverted to normal. But war was drawing closer, and there is nothing worse for lovers than being separated by armed forces. I can easily imagine the pain of their separation and what they must have been through, what with my father being called up, and the phoney war in the depths of the Ardennes, and then the disaster. For six months, my mother hid the fact that she was pregnant from her parents. She had felt unwell but the family doctor had diagnosed a fatty tumour. Then they discovered her condition. She refused to say who the father was of the child whom she christened Franck. My father was held prisoner for four years in a prisoner of war camp in Pomerania, without receiving any news. Convinced that she had forgotten him, he discovered the truth on his return to France. The young girl, so carefree and lighthearted before the war, had become a woman. They had changed and scarcely recognized one another.


Had it not been for Franck, they would not have seen each other or got together again. They would have gone their separate ways and their affair would have been merely a youthful memory, known only to them, and soon forgotten. Had it not been for Franck, my parents would not have married and I would not be here today. Franck was five years old. They had to sort out the situation. They shouldered their responsibilities. They were married hurriedly in the town hall of the fifth arrondissement. On the morning of the ceremony, the future spouses rushed off to the Delaunays’ lawyer and signed, without reading it, a marriage settlement. Paul Marini may have got the girl, but not the money. Grandmother Alice had a convenient ailment that morning and, since Philippe did not want to leave her, neither of them attended their daughter’s wedding. Had my father perhaps been more tactful, he might have succeeded in sorting out the situation, but he rejected a religious wedding on the ridiculous pretext that he did not believe in God. This refusal had worsened his standing among the Delaunay family, which had had its own reserved pew at Saint-Etienne-du-Mont for ages. In a black and white photo taken on the steps of the town hall, the young couple can be seen surrounded by just the Marini family. They are not holding hands, and little Franck stands  between them. My parents’ wedding day was not a good one. In the late afternoon, they learned that Daniel Delaunay had been killed in Strasbourg. The modest repast planned by the Marinis was cancelled. They went into mourning for an entire year. Alice forgot all about her ailment and declared that she had not been able to attend her daughter’s wedding because of the heroic death of her son in the war. In the Delaunay family, the day has always been commemorated as the one on which Daniel died. My parents have never celebrated their wedding anniversary.
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School did not interest me. I preferred to hang around the Luxembourg, the Place de la Contrescarpe or the Quartier Latin. I spent that part of my life slipping through the net. I did just enough to move up to the next class. My getting into the first year at Lycée Henri-IV had been a close-run thing. Grandfather Delaunay had felt reluctantly obliged to call on the headmaster, who knew the family. Franck had been a pupil there. Despite its old-fashioned etiquette and its musty smell, Henri-IV did have a few advantages. The pupils were reasonably free, and could come and go without supervision. I was fortunate in that Nicolas was the best in the class. I didn’t simply copy out his maths homework line by line. I embellished it. I digressed, or allowed deliberate minor errors to creep in. Occasionally, I got better marks than him, when all I had done was to paraphrase him. Then I moved on from minor idiotic cheating, with the book on my lap during essay writing, to the ingenious planning of undetectable crib-sheets. I spent more time preparing these than I would have needed to learn them. I never got caught. In history and geography, I had no need of them. I read the lesson once and it was imprinted in my mind. This enabled me to return the favour for Nicolas as this was his area of weakness. We monopolized the top places. For years, I was reckoned to be a good student and I didn’t do a thing. I went to great lengths to appear older than my age. I succeeded effortlessly. I made the most of being almost six feet tall so people believed I was in my fifth year when I was actually beginning my third. For this reason, I had no friends of my own age, apart from Nicolas. I went around with Franck’s friends whom I met in the cafés in the Maubert district, where they spent their time discussing things and setting the world to rights.


It was an exciting time. After a long period in the political wilderness, De Gaulle was back in power in order to save French Algeria, which was threatened by Algerian terrorists. People started to use words whose  meaning was not very clear to me: decolonization, loss of empire, Algerian war, Cuba, non-aligned and Cold War. I wasn’t interested in these political innovations. Since Franck’s friends spoke of nothing else, I listened without saying anything, pretending I understood. I livened up when the conversation moved to the subject of ‘rock’n’roll’. We had come across this music inadvertently a few months earlier. Usually we listened to the wireless without paying much attention. I read, slumped in a chair. Franck swotted. Then sounds we had never heard before came from the radio. We both looked up at the same time, staring at one another in amazement. We moved closer to the radio, Franck turned up the volume. Bill Haley had just changed our lives. From one day to the next, it became our kind of music and it dumped accordion music and all it evoked into the forgotten past. Adults loathed it, apart from Papa who loved jazz. It was feral music that was going to make us deaf and more stupid than we were already. We didn’t understand any of it, but we didn’t mind. Franck and his pals discovered loads of American singers: Elvis, Buddy Holly, Little Richard, Chuck Berry and Jerry Lee Lewis became our inseparable companions.


It wasn’t just the period that was lively, the Quartier Latin was as well. The name of the Poujadist deputy for the fifth arrondissement was Jean-Marie Le Pen. Elected by small shopkeepers and landladies, he came to blows with ‘the reds’, that is, those who did not share his views. Around the Sorbonne and boulevard Saint-Michel there were real pitched battles between the students on either side. The traditional left-right divide was swept away by the Algerian war, which added to its chapters of horrific deeds by the day. From now on, you were either for or against French Algeria. Many socialists were for it, many on the right were against it, and many people switched sides, in both directions.


Franck was for independence. A member of the young communists, he had just joined the party proper and was a hardliner. Being close to Enzo and Baptiste, he accompanied them to every fête de l’Huma.* That made him a Marini. Grandfather Delaunay never missed an opportunity to make fun of him and to register his disapproval. This simmering war  explained why Franck was waiting impatiently for his economics studies to be over so that he could leave home. Papa had a foot in both camps. If he had declared himself a communist, Philippe would have thrown him out at once, but my father knew how far he could go. They put up with him because he said he was a socialist, of a radical tendency. For him, it was more important to claim independence from his own family. He did everything to smooth corners with his father-in-law and to make himself acceptable to him. But he wasn’t actually a socialist, except in words. In his day-to-day life, it wasn’t obvious. Franck, at least, tried to make his life fit in with his ideas. Sunday lunches were livelier than they are in most families. My mother refused to allow current affairs to be discussed at the table, but it was not easy to avoid the topic. As Franck would say, all subjects were political.


For the Delaunays, Algeria was France. But this was not the real reason it was untouchable. Algeria was sacred because Maurice had settled there after the war, when he married Louise Chevallier, a pure pied noir.* Her extremely wealthy family owned dozens of apartment blocks in Algiers and Oran. Maurice looked after his wife’s assets and continued to increase their fortune every year by buying more buildings. The word ‘independence’ was therefore both impossible and inappropriate. Philippe and my mother had stood firmly with Maurice, and De Gaulle’s arrival at the helm reassured them. Thanks to our great national figure, Algeria would remain French. No bunch of scruffy terrorists was going to get the better of the third largest army in the world. These fellaghas were a gang of bloodthirsty and ungrateful degenerates manipulated by the Americans. Even if the Delaunays admitted that the ‘natives’ might get forgotten in this impasse, they pledged boundless hatred for those Frenchmen who were betraying their country and their fellow citizens, and were supporting the rebellion. Between Franck and Maurice, there was more than animosity. Each of them stood his ground and made it a point of honour to proclaim his opinion, provoke his opponent and let him know how deeply he despised him. We avoided having them in the same room.  When they were together, my mother forbade them to bring up the subject. The words: Algeria, war, assassination attempts, self-determination, referendum, generals, colonels, Africa, legionnaires, army, as well as: honour, concern, future, bastard, torture, arsehole, freedom, commie, oil, bad for business, were banned from conversation from the apéritif to the end of the meal. This limited the field of discussion but it allowed the leg of lamb with beans to be consumed without insults flying.


Because of Franck, and to prevent me from following in his footsteps, Philippe and my mother created a sort of cordon sanitaire that stopped me from associating with my father’s family. They forbade me to accompany them to the fête de l’Huma, and from the way they spoke about it, with an air of purse-lipped complicity, I believed for a long time that secret and unmentionable horrors took place there. My mother was not able to stop me from going to the Louvre once a month with Enzo. He made no attempt to sway me or to bring me over to his side. He was a fatalist before he was a communist. They probably amount to the same thing. If you were born a worker, you were a communist; if you were born into the bourgeoisie, you were on the right. There could be no mingling of the two. For him, it was only the Socialists who compromised. He was annoyed with my father for going over to the enemy’s side and he resented him for having betrayed the working class. You were not allowed to change social classes. The world was a simple place; since I was the son of a member of the bourgeoisie, I would become a member of the bourgeoisie myself. In actual fact, I could not care less about their stories, their political persuasions or their rows. I was neither on one side nor the other. Their certainties bored me and were alien to me. Their squabbles did not concern me. What interested me in life were rock’n’roll, literature, photography and baby-foot.


 


 


* The annual festival organized by the Communist daily newspaper, L’Humanité. Tr.


* A person born in North Africa of French descent. Tr.
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Nicolas and I were one of the best teams at baby-foot. He in defence, I in offence. We were hard to beat. When we wanted to play quietly, we went to place de la Contrescarpe. Our opponents were students from the neighbourhood, or those from the nearby Ecole Polytechnique, who were brainy fellows and useless at the game. We could not care less about winding them up. Some of them were annoyed that kids ten years younger than them could thrash them. We behaved in the same way we saw Samy do. We ridiculed them without taking any notice of them.


‘Next.’


To begin with, we were over the moon. We made it obvious how thrilled we were. Later on, we relished our victories in silence. We ignored them. We concentrated on the baby-foot, on the white ball and the little red and blue footballers. The students knew what awaited them before they started, and knew they could not beat us. Being ignored was worse than disdain. In order to merit a glance, they had to put us in a dangerous position, score ahead of us or be tied at match point. There were quite a lot of keen players, and when you lost you had to hang around for a long time before playing again. As the number of teams increased, people eventually grew tired and as soon as they lost their concentration they were thrown out, with a little sideways smirk to mark the transfer of power. There were the good players, those who managed at least five or six consecutive games, and those who just about got by.


When we felt on top form, ready to take on the whole world and happy to get thrashed, we went along to the Balto, the large bistro on place Denfert-Rochereau. At the Balto there were two baby-foot tables. We played with the grown-ups and we were respected. It would never have occurred to us to play on the small table next to the pinball machines, even when it was free or when other players suggested a game to us. We conserved our energy for the big shots, those who came from  the southern suburbs. Samy was the best. He played on his own against two opponents and won easily. He stopped when he had had enough or when it was time for him to go to work. He had a night job with a sales agent at Les Halles, carting around tons of fruit and vegetables. He was a real rocker with a quiff and sideburns, a huge fellow, built like the side of a house, with enormous biceps and two leather bracelets on each wrist, not the sort of guy you failed to respect. He played at a speed that left us stunned, and he struck each ball incredibly violently. You could count on the fingers of one hand the players who had managed to defeat him. I was one of them. It had happened just three times, and then only narrowly, whereas he had smashed me on dozens of occasions. Samy had no time for students or bourgeois types. He had just one word for us: we were morons, and he regarded us contemptuously from his imposing height. He only spoke to his own kind and to a small number of others, one of whom was Jacky, the barman at the Balto, a mate of his, who came from the same suburb as he did. Rumours were rife about Samy and they were discussed in a hushed voice, behind his back. He was variously either a small-time crook or a major one. Nobody knew whether it was his shady appearance or his black leather jacket that had earned him this reputation or whether it was justified. He had had a soft spot for me ever since I had played ‘Come on Everybody’ on the Balto juke-box, an enormous Wurlitzer that glistened between the two pinball machines. This had earned me a friendly pat on the back and a nod of approval from him. From time to time, when a pair of good players turned up whom he knew he could not beat single-handed, he took me on to play at the back. I made it a point of honour to be worthy of his choice and I always scored two or three goals thanks to a killer shot, which I was one of the few who knew how to do. Apart from these rare displays of friendship, I was treated as contemptuously as the others, and given the nickname ‘complete moron’; I found his constantly changing attitude bewildering. When I had a bit of money, I put on a rock record, and as soon as the guitars started strumming, he gave a sigh of relief and motioned to me with a nod of his head to join him and play at the back. Together, we never lost a single match.




The Balto was run by a family from the Auvergne. The Marcusots had come from the Cantal after the war and had spent their lives in this café. They worked there as a family seven days a week, from six in the morning until midnight. The father, Albert, ran his business masterfully and proclaimed his social success by flaunting his English bow ties, which he collected and which he was forever adjusting in the mirror to obtain a perfect balance. When the takings had been good, he drummed his fingers in satisfaction over his prominent belly.


‘The dosh is all there and no one’s going to take it away from me.’


The phrase ‘bon vivant’ could have been invented for old Marcusot. He spoke about returning to the country, and starting up a nice little business in Aurillac or Saint-Flour. His wife, the voluminous Madeleine, had no desire to go back since their three children had all settled in the Paris area.


‘It’ll be bad enough to be bored stiff once we’re in the graveyard, there’s no point burying ourselves there during our lifetime. The holidays are quite enough.’


Almost everything the Marcusots made came from the Cantal. Their truffade was as famous as it was vast, with Quercy sausages that filled you up for at least two days, and people came from afar to sample their entrecôte de Salers. Old mother Marcusot was a fine cook. She used to prepare a homemade dish of the day. The enticing aroma greeted you on arrival and it had earned her three rave reviews that hung inside a gold frame alongside the menu. People used to make many unkind remarks about the stinginess of Auvergnats. But these particular ones were generous and they paid no heed either to the portions or to the bills, which they allowed to mount up over the course of the month, but which had to be settled without any discussion by the beginning of the following month if you wished to be served again. Woe betide anyone who forgot and imagined that he could simply change restaurants, for the Auvergne phone network was quick to remind bad debtors of their obligations.


Behind the bar was the Marcusots’ domain. The dining hall and the terrace belonged to Jacky. He dashed around from morn till night: he took orders, and as he tore past threw them at old father Marcusot, who would get them ready; he piled up his tray with a jumble of plates, glasses  and bottles, he served without spilling a drop, he worked out the sums in his head from memory without making any mistakes, and all with a smile and attentiveness that earned him generous tips. Jacky had only one passion in life: football. A dedicated supporter of Stade de Reims, he vowed undying hatred for Racing Club de Paris, which was a ‘queers’ club’, the ultimate insult. The world was arranged around this confrontation. You were either for one side or the other. And it did not do to talk lightly about his heroes: Fontaine, Piantoni, and Kopa, whom he did not easily forgive for his ‘treachery’ in leaving for Real Madrid. When they lost against Racing or Real Madrid, it was a day of mourning, and no one could revive him, not even the Racing supporters, who were the most numerous. Samy shared this passion for Stade de Reims with his pal Jacky. It was in honour of their strip that he played with the red team at baby-foot. When he won comfortably, he never said a word to the loser; he merely picked up the twenty centimes piece placed in the ashtray by those who were awaiting their turn and inserted it disdainfully in the slot to bring back the balls. When he had been hard pressed, and obliged to make an effort to win, he marked his victory with a cry of ‘Reims has screwed you!’


The Balto was a vast establishment on the corner of two boulevards. On avenue Denfert-Rochereau, the side with the bar and tobacco counter, there were the baby-foot tables, the pinball machines and the juke-box, and on the boulevard Raspail side there was a restaurant that seated sixty customers. Between the furthest tables, I had noticed a door behind a green velvet curtain. Men of a certain age would disappear through this doorway, but I didn’t see anyone come out again. This intrigued me. I often wondered what was behind it. It never occurred to me to go and look. None of my baby-foot chums knew. It didn’t interest them. For a long time I didn’t bother about it. When it was crowded and I had to wait a long time, I took a book and, without buying a drink, I would sit at a table outside in the sun. Jacky left me alone. He had seen my disappointment when Reims had been beaten in the final by Real. Ever since then, he no longer thought of me as a customer.


The Balto, in those days, with the Marcusots, Nicolas, Samy, Jacky and the regulars, was like a second family. I spent an incredible amount of time  there, but I had to be home before my mother returned from work. Every evening I got back just before seven o’clock, and spread out my textbooks and exercise books on my desk. When she returned home with my father, she found me working. Woe betide me if she should get back first and not find me there. When it happened, I managed to reassure her by swearing that I had been working at Nicolas’s home. I lied with an audacity that delighted me.





I carried my Brownie around with me and practised taking photographs. The results were poor. People were lost in the background or stood there like dummies. You could not see their faces. My photographs didn’t portray anything. I drew closer to the subjects. Occasionally, I succeeded in capturing an expression or a feeling. How to take photos without being seen? I had to cope with an unexpected enemy: Juliette, my little sister, who was three years younger than me. She didn’t have to choose which side she was on. She was a Delaunay to her fingertips. She was very much aware of her looks, and her cupboards were stuffed with clothes, though she maintained that she had nothing to wear and she spent her time asking what she should put on when she went out. With her ingenuous air, she obtained whatever she wanted from my parents. But her innocent, artless countenance was merely a façade. My mother, who had complete trust in her, would often ask her whether I had come home at six o’clock as I said I had. Juliette had not the slightest qualm in betraying me with a shake of the head.


She was an unbelievable chatterbox too, capable of rambling on for hours without anyone remembering what it was she was talking about. She monopolized the conversation. It was impossible to have any sort of discussion with her. She never let you get a word in. You just gave up and let yourself be carried along by the flow of words that streamed from her lips without anyone being able to interrupt her. Everybody made fun of her. Grandfather Philippe, who praised her to the skies, called her ‘my pretty little windbag’ and didn’t hesitate to forbid her to speak in his presence. She wearied him. Enzo used to say that she had a little old lady inside her belly.




‘You’re a chiacchierona like my cousin Lea, who still lives in Parma.’


This nickname stuck with her. She loathed it. When anyone wanted to annoy her, they called her a chiacchierona. That made her shut up. Sometimes, she would start talking at the beginning of the meal and continue her monologue throughout, unstoppable. Our father would thump the table.


‘Stop, Juliette, you’re making us feel giddy! The girl’s such a chatterbox!’


She protested vociferously: ‘I’m not a chatterbox! No one listens to me.’
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I hated wasting my time. The only thing that seemed worthwhile to me was reading. At home, nobody really read. My mother took all year to read the ‘Book of the Year’, which enabled her to talk about it and to pass for a great reader. My father did not read at all and was proud of the fact.


Franck had some political books in his bedroom. The only writer Grandfather Philippe respected was Paul Bourget, whose novels he had adored when he was young.


‘They can say what they want, but literature was a damn sight better before the war.’


Grandfather bought sets of books from the shops in rue de l’Odéon. He had a bookcase built for them, but he did not read them. But I made up for the rest of the family. I was a compulsive reader. In the morning, when I switched on the light, I picked up my latest and never put it down. It annoyed my mother to see me with my nose in a book.


‘Have you nothing else to do?’


She could not bear me not to be listening to her when she was speaking. On several occasions she snatched the book out of my hands to force me to reply. She had given up calling me for dinner and she had discovered an effective solution. From the kitchen, she switched off the electricity in my bedroom. I was then obliged to join them. I read at the table, which exasperated my father. I read when I cleaned my teeth, and in the lavatory. They hammered on the door for me to let them have their turn. I read while I walked. It took me fifteen minutes to reach the lycée, but reading stretched it out to half an hour or more. I took account of this additional time and left home earlier. But I would often arrive late, especially when some thrilling passage brought me to a standstill on the pavement for an unspecified period of time, and I picked up masses of detentions for being unpunctual three times without a valid excuse. I had given up trying to explain to the idiots who were supposed to be  educating us that this lack of punctuality was justified and unavoidable. My guardian angel protected me and guided me. I never bumped into a lamppost, nor did I get run over by a car when I crossed the road with my nose stuck in my book. On several occasions, I missed my turn at a pedestrian crossing and the hoot of a car’s horn brought me back to reality. I avoided the piles of dog shit that spattered the Paris pavements. I heard nothing. I saw nothing. I walked on automatic pilot and reached school safe and sound. Throughout most of the lessons, I continued my reading with the book propped open on my lap. I was never caught by a teacher.


In due course, I came to classify writers into two categories: those who enabled you to arrive on time and those who caused you to be late. The Russian authors earned me a whole string of detentions. When it started to rain, I would stand in a doorway in order to carry on undisturbed. The Tolstoy period had been a bad month. The Battle of Borodino led to three hours of detention. A few days later, when I explained to the school porter, a student who was supervising us, that Anna Karenina’s suicide was the cause of my being late, he thought I was making fun of him. I made my position worse by admitting that I had not understood her motive for committing suicide. I had been obliged to turn back in case I had missed the reason why. He gave me two Thursday detentions: one for being late for the umpteenth time, the other because Anna was a bloody bore who did not deserve such attention. I bore no grudge against him. It allowed me to finish Madame Bovary.


When I was drawn to certain authors, I read every word they wrote, even though some books were difficult to get hold of. In the town hall library, opposite the Panthéon, the librarians looked sceptical when I brought back the five books that I was permitted so soon after having taken them out. I couldn’t give a damn and continued to persevere with my author of the moment, resolutely tackling everything on the shelf. I devoured classics that had commentaries explaining the links between the work and the life. The more heroic or illustrious the life, the better the novels; when the fellow was vile or a nonentity, I was reluctant to take the plunge. For a long time, Saint-Exupéry, Zola and Lermontov were my favourite authors, and not merely on account of their books.  I loved Rimbaud for his dazzling life, and Kafka for his quiet, anonymous life. How were you supposed to feel when you adored the novels of Jules Verne, Maupassant, Dostoevsky, Flaubert, Simenon and loads of others who then turned out to be complete bastards? Should I forget them, ignore them, and not read them any more? Pretend they did not exist even though their novels were tempting me? How could they have written outstanding books when they were such appalling human beings? When I put the question to my classmates, they looked at me as if I were an Iroquois Indian. Nicolas maintained that there were enough writers who deserved to be read that you didn’t have to waste your time with those who had failed to live up to their books. That was wrong. There were repulsive skeletons in every cupboard. When I put the question to my French literature teacher, he told me that all the writers mentioned in the encyclopedia of French writers deserved my consideration; he explained that if you were going to apply these criteria of morality and public spiritedness, you would have to purge and eliminate at least 90 per cent of the authors who featured in the book. Only the most extreme cases had been excluded from the anthology, and only these were unworthy of being studied and should be shunned.





Grandfather Enzo’s advice clinched it. One Sunday when we were strolling around the Louvre, I told him about my concern. I had just discovered that Jules Verne was a hysterical anti-Communard and a fanatical anti-Semite. He shrugged his shoulders and pointed to the canvases that surrounded us. What did I know about the artists whose work we admired? If I really knew Botticelli, El Greco, Ingres or Degas, I would close my eyes so as not to see their paintings any more. Ought I to block my ears so as not to hear the music of most of the composers or those rock singers I liked so much? I would be condemned to live in a world above reproof in which I would die of boredom. For him, and I could never suspect him of complacency, the question did not arise, the works were always what was most important. I should take men for what they did, not for what they were. Since I appeared unconvinced, he gave me a little smile and said: ‘Reading and loving a novel written by a bastard is not to absolve him in  any way, to share his convictions or connive with him, it’s to recognize his talent, not his morals or his ideals. I have no wish to shake Hergé’s hand, but I love Tintin. And after all, are you yourself above reproof?’










5


We also played baby-foot at the Narval, a bistro in the Maubert district. We went there after school. Nicolas lived nearby. Denfert was a long way away from him. The standard was not so high, but there was more atmosphere, thanks to the students from the Sorbonne or Louis-le-Grand. They feared us. We broke all endurance records, clinging to the handles for hours on end. Certain spectators did not play, but instead placed bets on us and paid for our round. The Narval was the haunt of Franck and his mates. As soon as he set eyes on me, he would tell me to go home and get on with my work. For a long time, I complied, but shortly after my twelfth birthday, I told him to get lost. I wonder how I had the courage to stand up to him. We had just started our game. We were playing with the blue team. On this baby-foot table it was a slight handicap as the front rod was stiff. I managed a shot that rebounded and went in, which prompted a roar of congratulation from the spectators. One of them could think of nothing better to say than yell out to Franck, who was sitting in the café area with his friends.


‘Hey, your brother’s getting along brilliantly.’


I knew that he was going to come over, put his hand on the edge of the table, and shout at me in front of all the other players. I continued knocking in goals without looking up. There he was, glaring at me. I could see him drumming his fingers irritably. I was playing unusually well. I was slamming in the goals and the experts had fallen silent. I ended on a whirl from the inside left that left them speechless. I was on the point of picking up the coin left by the players who were due to play next when he grabbed me by the hand.


‘Michel, go home!’


I saw them all there, with their mocking grins, convinced that the kid would obey his big brother and return to the fold as usual. All of a sudden, I yelled out: ‘Never!’




He was surprised by my reaction: ‘Did you hear me? At once!’


I heard myself yell out: ‘Are you going to hit me? Are you going to squeal on me?’


Franck was not expecting this. He gazed at me in astonishment. He could sense that I was not going to be pushed around. He shrugged his shoulders and went back to his friends. I glanced over at him furtively. He ignored me. We had been kicked out by a pack of idiots who thought they were the champions. Nicolas, who had inserted the first coin, wanted to have his turn again. But I was flat broke. He set off home grumbling. I went and sat down on the bench beside Franck. He continued talking as if I were not there. I was about to go home when he asked me in the most natural way: ‘What are you having?’


I was not expecting this. I wondered where the trap lay.


‘I’ve got no money.’


Sitting opposite him, Pierre Vermont intervened: ‘It’s my round, you little bugger. Have what you want.’


I ordered a really weak lemonade shandy and raised my glass to Pierre, who was celebrating his departure for Algeria. His call-up deferment had just been revoked. He was relieved to have passed his medical as he had feared he might be declared unfit for service. He was a student supervisor for the older pupils at Henri-IV. Built like a house, he played prop for the PUC rugby team. He addressed the pupils as ‘silly bugger’ almost automatically. It was his way of speaking. To begin with, it slightly took you aback. During the two months before he was called up, we saw one another every day. We became friends. I was surprised, given our age difference, that he should consider me worth spending time with, but I suppose I was the only one who paid attention to him. I have always liked listening to other people. After Sciences Po, he had failed the Ecole Nation ale d’Administration entrance examination on two occasions. He had got through the written exam twice, but he had also failed the important oral exam on two occasions. He was, apparently, the only one to do so. He did not conceal his radical views and had decided to devote his life to the revolution. Looking at him with his long hair, his moth-eaten beard and his eternal black velvet suit worn over a thick white woollen  pullover, it was hard to imagine how Beynette, the principal of Henri-IV could have accepted him as a supervisor, when he was so fussy about how the pupils dressed. Pierre had just given up the idea of becoming a senior civil servant. It was a clever old system and it had rejected him. He had a deep-seated resentment of all organized structure and, even more so, of the family, state education, trade unions, political parties, the press, banks, the army, the police and colonialism. For him, the bastards should all be killed. And he didn’t use the word ‘killed’ lightly. It meant eliminate them, actually get rid of them. This meant a vast number of people had to be slaughtered. This did not frighten him. His hatred of religion and of priests was boundless.


‘We pay them too much respect, bowing and scraping at all their antics. You might as well talk to a wall. What is sacred to them is just an invention of their own uneasy minds. Priests and religion have to be done away with. Don’t tell me they do good deeds. We don’t need a commandment from Jesus to justify moral behaviour.’


What he loathed most of all, saw as mankind’s absolute worst enemy, were feelings. And, worse still, flaunting them.


‘If you show your feelings, you’ve had it. People shouldn’t know what you’re feeling.’


Once he got going, there was no way of stopping him. No one could interrupt him and argue against him. He spoke quickly, switched subjects all of a sudden, set off in one direction without anyone having any idea of where he was heading, launched into unexpected digressions, and landed on his feet again. Some said he liked the sound of his own voice, but he had a very good sense of humour and never took anyone or anything seriously, least of all himself. Except the Tour de France, that is, which he loathed. I never understood that.





He was Franck’s best friend in spite of their being fierce political opponents. They spent their whole time squabbling, splitting hairs, having rows and making up. They tore into one another with unbelievable verbal violence and you thought that this time they had fallen out with one another for good, but then, a moment later, they were laughing together. I did  not understand the reasons why the Communists hated the Trotskyites who loathed them in turn, even though they were standing up for the same people. Pierre asserted that he was no longer a Trotskyite and that he abominated them just as much as Franck did. From now on he was a free and unattached revolutionary. I listened to their dialogues of the deaf without daring to join in, embarrassed that they should confront one another with such hatred. I had a long way to go. I spent hours listening to Pierre. I was sufficiently in agreement with him about the necessity of destroying this rotten society in order to rebuild it on sound foundations, even though many details of the destruction and reconstruction remained obscure. And I enjoyed listening to him. He was clear and convincing. But when I interrupted him with a question, for instance: ‘Why is this war cold?’


He replied impatiently: ‘Oh, it would take too long to explain, little bugger,’ leaving me none the wiser.


His chief hatred was reserved for monogamy.


‘This aberration that has to be got rid of, because it’s bound to become extinct.’


He had decided in quite an arbitrary fashion that no loving relationship should last for more than a month or two, maximum three, except in ‘special cases’. I was brave enough to ask him to explain this to me.


‘It depends on the girl. One day, you’ll understand. Never let it go on for more than three months. After that, you’ll be the one who gets fucked up.’


He dumped his girlfriends for the sake of their future happiness.


‘It’s unhealthy, don’t you see? We’re making a prison for ourselves.’


Pierre was always surrounded by two or three girls who followed him and listened to him as though he were the messiah. It took me a while to realize that they were his exes. Perhaps they hoped that he would change his mind? They did not seem to be jealous of the newest girl who had no idea that her time was limited and that she would soon be joining them on the wrong side of the bench. To listen to him, love was bullshit, marriage an ignominy and children just a dirty trick. In China, a spectacular revolution was taking place that would shatter the way mankind behaved by abolishing the dictatorial laws of the market and destructive  male-female relationships. The elimination of feeling, the sweeping away of love had begun. We were going to be free of the secular tyranny of the couple. But even though he proclaimed the contrary, I believe he preferred women to revolution – and by a long way.


He maintained that, given what a mess the species had made of things, virtually all of mankind should be forbidden to reproduce. He hoped that scientific and biological progress would put an end to the reproductive anarchy of the foolish masses. On this point, his theory was in the process of elaboration. He had found a name for it. It would be called ‘Saint-Justisme’ in homage to the revolutionary and to his celebrated ‘No freedom for the enemies of freedom’. According to his fevered explanations, our ills stemmed from democracy, from the idiotic multitude being given the right to vote. He wanted to replace the republic of the masses by that of the wise. Individual liberty must be suppressed and replaced with a collective order in which only the most competent and the best educated could decide society’s future. He was counting on the free time he would have in Algeria to write an important and seminal book on the subject. He would use the opportunity given him by national service to try to find an alternative solution to the physical elimination of opponents, though he felt it might be difficult to achieve his aims without becoming another Stalin.


‘There may be other solutions to how to deal with the majority. But we won’t be able to avoid killing a whole load of them. To set an example.’


Pierre’s collection of rock’n’roll albums was unique. He owned records of all the American singers, without a single exception. Priceless imports. He was generous and would lend them without any hesitation. He had an advantage over us. He understood the words of the songs. In our case, we loved the music and the beat. We picked up one or two words here and there, but the meanings were lost on us and we couldn’t care less. While we listened to the songs he translated the words for us. At times, we found it hard to believe him: ‘Are you sure he’s talking about blue suede shoes?’


We were disappointed by the lyrics, and preferred for him not to translate them any longer. One day he talked to me about a new disc by Jerry Lee Lewis, his favourite singer. I went to his home to collect it and record it. I was expecting an attic room on the seventh floor without a lift, but  he lived in a huge apartment on quai des Grands-Augustins, with a view over Notre-Dame. His drawing room alone was the size of our flat, and there were labyrinthine corridors which he strode along with perfect ease. When I went into raptures about the furniture, he told me: ‘It’s not mine, little bugger, it’s my parents’.’


He had a Schimmel grand piano, which he played wonderfully well. He put on the record, hurried over to the piano and had fun reproducing Jerry Lee’s trills at the same speed and with the same flair, but he didn’t sing as well as Lewis did.


Pierre had all the attributes bar one. He didn’t know how to play baby-foot and he was determined to learn. On the evening he bought me a shandy after my altercation with Franck, he insisted we should play a game. I teamed up with my brother. It was the first time we had played together. Pierre copied what his opponent did, which is a mistake. If you want to block your opponent, you move as little as possible. Franck played to the rules whereas Pierre played any old how and also used the rods to perform windmills, which is forbidden. He burst out laughing. The more I asked him to stop, the more he went on, and the more irritated I got, the more excited he became. He was beyond redemption as a player.


On the evening prior to his call-up, Pierre organized a surprise party with his pals. When he invited me, Franck responded for me: ‘The parents wouldn’t hear of it.’


I protested as a matter of form. That evening, I gave it a try. My mother looked at me in alarm.


‘Michel, you’re twelve years old!’


I tried the classic arguments: I would go and come back with Franck, I would return home early, before midnight, before eleven o’clock, before ten, I’d just go and come back. But there was nothing doing. My father, who usually supported me, made things worse. He had not been allowed out until he was eighteen. And what’s more in Baptiste’s day they were working. Seeing my disappointment, he comforted me: ‘Soon you’ll be able to, when you’re older.’


I did not press the point. After dinner, we sat down in front of the television. I pretended to be enjoying a ghastly variety programme.  Franck left us at nine o’clock. My mother told him not to come home too late. I went to bed as though nothing were the matter. My mother came in to see me. Néron was asleep, rolled up in a ball against my leg. She glanced at my book, Zola’s La Faute de l’abbé Mouret. I began to talk to her about it enthusiastically. She was tired. She did not remember having read it. She advised me to go to sleep. I obeyed and switched off the light. She kissed me affectionately and left the room. I waited in the darkness. I got dressed again. I got back into bed. I waited, alert to the slightest noise. Silence reigned. Néron looked at me with his enigmatic expression. I got up, my ears pricked. The parents were asleep. From their bedroom, at the end of the corridor, I could hear my father snoring. I tiptoed past the kitchen. With the utmost care, I unlocked the door to the service stairs. I locked it again with the key. I put on my shoes on the landing. I walked down the staircase in the dark, crossed the deserted courtyard, then, like a cat, I slipped through the entrance hall, without the caretakers noticing me. I opened the entrance door. I waited for a few seconds. I left without looking back.


Paris at night. La belle vie! I felt ten years older, and light as a swallow. I was surprised by the mass of people in the street and in the bars. The boulevard Saint-Michel was packed. People seemed happy to be alive. I was frightened of being spotted. But nobody had noticed me. I looked older than my age. I could pass for a student like anyone else. I shoved my hands in my pockets and drew up the collar of my jacket. On quai des Grands-Augustins, the music could be heard from the pavement. Carl Perkins was waking up the early-to-beds. I rang the bell. A young woman I did not know opened the door. She was slim, with regular features, very short black hair, brown eyes opened wide in surprise, and a mocking smile. She stood aside to invite me in. I had scarcely set foot inside than Pierre walked over and made the introductions: ‘D’you know my sister, little bugger?’


I stammered.


‘Cécile, this is Michel, the best baby-foot player on the Left Bank. He’s like you. He never stops reading. Cécile is doing a literature degree. She adores Aragon, can you imagine? Aragon!’




Her smile grew wider. She turned and vanished into the crowd who were rocking away to ‘Hound Dog’.


‘I didn’t know you had a sister.’


Pierre put his hand on my shoulder and dragged me in, followed by two of his previous girlfriends as well as the current one, and introduced me as if I were his best friend. He reeked of alcohol and was smoking a Cuban cigar he had bought in Geneva. He spluttered smoke into my face. He offered me a fat cigar and a glass of whisky. I declined. One of his exes held the bottle in order to serve him as soon as he requested. He gazed at me solemnly.


‘I’m glad you came, Michel. May I ask you a favour?’


I swore that he could ask me anything. He was leaving for Algeria for a long time and did not know when he was coming back. Not for a year at least, perhaps longer. You could no longer go on leave in the city. He wanted to entrust a small treasure to me. According to him, I was the only person worthy of guarding it until his return. I protested: it was a heavy responsibility. He cut short my prevarications by laying his hand on two boxes of rock albums. Fifty-nine exactly. His American imports, acquired for a fortune. I stood there speechless and open-mouthed.


‘It would be a pity for no one to make use of them. I’ve no intention of playing the hero for the French army. It’ll give me time to write my book. I’ll get myself discharged at the first opportunity. In six months’ time, I’ll be home again. That’s my little plan.’


I wanted us to make a list of the albums he was lending me. It was pointless. He knew them by heart.


‘May I lend them to Franck?’


Pierre drew on his cigar, shrugged his shoulders and turned away. I pressed him.


‘Couldn’t care less!’


I caught up with him. I swore to him that he could trust me completely.


‘By the way, do you like science-fiction, little bugger?’


I was rather taken off guard. I wondered what he was driving at. I shook my head.


‘Do you know Bradbury?’




I had to confess my ignorance. He picked up a book, which he shoved in my pocket.


‘It’s the finest novel I’ve read. Straightforward, unfussy stuff.’


I froze, rooted to the spot by what I saw. In the midst of the intertwined couples, Cécile was dancing to a soppy Platters tune, pressed against Franck. They were kissing one another passionately. My gaze turned from the couple to Pierre, convinced that he was about to pounce on them and smash Franck’s face in. On the contrary, he appeared to be amused. I panicked: ‘Pierre, you mustn’t be angry with him.’


He had not heard and was yelling at the deejay: ‘We’re fed up with the slow stuff!’


He shook his finger vindictively at me: ‘In the new world, those who don’t dance to rock’n’roll will be executed!’


A lively rock’n’roll number broke the cocoon-like spell. Suddenly, Franck noticed me. He rushed over towards us, grabbed me by the arm and began shaking me roughly.


‘What the fucking hell are you doing here?’


Pierre stepped brusquely between us: ‘Leave him alone! Tonight, it’s party-time.’


Franck let go of me in a fury. Looking slightly anxious, Cécile joined us. Pierre completed the introductions. She turned towards Franck: ‘I didn’t know you had a brother.’


He took her hand and dragged her off to dance. Pierre knocked back his glass and, with a far-away look in his eyes, murmured: ‘Nowadays, people speak to one another and they don’t say anything.’


I attended my first party rather as an entomologist might examine a colony of unknown ants. I sat on a stool, drinking a glass of vodka and orange that made me dizzy. In order to feel more confident, I accepted a yellow Boyard cigarette from the person beside me. The first drag exploded in my lungs. Franck took no notice of me. Cécile shot me occasional half-smiles. At around midnight, I decided to go home. Pierre was slumped on a sofa, dead drunk. Ought I to take his albums? He had made me this offer while he was semi-intoxicated. When he came down to earth, he might have changed his mind. I slipped away without anyone noticing.




I returned home by another route. With the same careful attention to detail as when I left, I opened the service door and stood on the landing, peering around. The flat was silent. The parents were asleep. Carrying my shoes, I walked into the kitchen, which was lit by the moon shining through the fanlight, I locked the door and, without making a sound, was on the point of returning to my bedroom when the light was switched on. My mother stood in front of me. Before I could make a move, a monumental smack caused me to whirl full circle, then my mother grabbed hold of me and laid into me. I was given the biggest hiding of my life. She hit me all the harder because she had been so frightened. She yelled and beat me and kicked me. I curled myself into a ball. It went on and on. She thumped me on the head so many times that I thought I was going to die. She also hit my father, who was trying to separate us. He had to use all his strength to prevent her from crippling me. He managed to control her and drag her away. She was hysterical.


‘Think of the neighbours!’ he yelled.


She calmed down. He hurled me into my bedroom. The door slammed shut. My mother was wailing about the ingratitude of men in general and of her sons in particular. My father kept on telling her that it didn’t matter. Eventually silence was restored. My heart was pounding away, my cheeks were on fire and my bottom ached. I lay there in the dark recovering my breath. I waited for sleep that never came. In spite of the thrashing and the punishments that would follow, I did not regret a single moment of the escapade. I felt in my pocket for the novel that Pierre had given me. I turned on my bedside light: Fahrenheit 451. It was not a long book. It had not been damaged by my mother’s fury. Various passages had been underlined by Pierre. I started to read at random:





… I plunk the children in school nine days out of ten. I put up with them when they come home three days a month; it’s not bad at all. You heave them into the ‘parlour’ and turn the switch. It’s like washing clothes; stuff laundry in and slam the lid… Better to keep it in the old heads, where no one can see it or suspect it… Why, there’s one town in Maryland, only twenty-seven people,  no bomb’ll ever touch that town, is the complete essays of a man named Bertrand Russell…





Certain paragraphs had been annotated, but Pierre’s spidery scrawl was illegible.
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The weeks that followed were tedious. I became a sort of pariah. The family and the neighbours gave me sideways looks, as though I were a delinquent. Maria, normally so friendly, glared at me as if I had spat on the Cross. Old Mother Bardon, the caretaker of the building, regarded me with a pained expression. Her husband, an usher at the Paris City Council, took the liberty of making comments in my mother’s presence such as: ‘You’ll have to take care to wipe your feet on the doormat, young man, you’ve got to respect other people’s work.’


My mother backed him up: ‘Monsieur Bardon’s right, Michel, you don’t respect anything.’


I was more irritated by the jibes from this Poujadist than I was by the many restrictions I had to endure. (I took my revenge. Every time I noticed any dog shit, I deliberately stepped on it and then wiped my feet on his doormat.) On Thursdays, I was not allowed to watch television and had to spend the whole evening doing homework in my bedroom. If I displayed the slightest urge to disobey orders, Maria had been told to phone my mother immediately, which resulted in my being bawled at and given official warnings. I made my situation worse by refusing to admit I was to blame or to look downcast. The small amount of freedom I had obtained had disappeared. Once again I became a child whose mother took him to school and came to collect him. In a panic, I asked my father to intercede. He hesitated and changed his mind several times before remarking in a half-convinced way: ‘That’s the way it is and that’s the way it’s going to be.’


My mother would not allow anyone else the job of tightening the screw on me. She had decided to take charge of my education. But if you are going to educate someone, it takes two of you, and I was determined not to play my part. My father had suggested he pick me up in the evenings as he often came home before her. He was given a categorical refusal and did not press the matter any further. Franck pleaded my cause. Because of the  bad company he kept, she considered him as being partly responsible, and she put him in his place. Behind her artificial smile, she ran the household as she did the Delaunay business: as an energetic woman who was used to being obeyed. For a while, I had hopes that her schedule would prevent her coming along when classes were over, but she arranged with the principal that I should stay behind studying until seven o’clock. The baby-foot and the pals were over. I did not work any harder. I took the opportunity to read. Because I had no other choice, I made use of the school library, which was pathetic, consisting solely of books given as end-of-year prizes.


Pierre’s book enthralled me. Reading Bradbury prompted me to embark on a trial of strength. You’ve got to know how to resist, not to compromise or give in or accept the dominance of force as inevitable. The decision was obvious and simple: I would stop speaking. To anybody. This would be my way of punishing them. I took refuge in a protective silence and I answered in mumbles. When I left school at the end of the day, my mother would be waiting for me in the car, and I would get in without replying to her questions about what I had done during the day. The short journey took place in a wonderfully weighty silence. I went to the table and sat down there with my eyes glued to my plate, experiencing pleasure at the awkwardness I was creating. I left the table without any warning and rushed off to my bedroom without appearing again.


To begin with, I was playing with them and they did not realize. In the little game of ‘How long can you live without talking to your parents?’ I was capable of holding out for a long time. They would give in before me. But then I was rather pleased to discover an unsuspected power within me. I would never have believed how unsettling silence could be. Néron paid the price and, starved of communication, he deserted me and found refuge in Juliette’s bedroom; she was delighted to have him back. After a fortnight had passed, I began to sense signs of weariness. My mother and father had rows about me, though never in my presence. I loved hearing the sound of them arguing. My mother was not ready for this insidious warfare. I ignored her covert overtures and her peace initiatives. I watched them getting worked up, giving me sideways glances, talking about me as if I were crazy – ‘Perhaps there’s a problem that’s not obvious?’ – and  wondering whether they should consult a psychologist. Franck was the only one not to be taken in. He urged me to stop ‘arsing around’.


Grandfather Delaunay asked one of his friends to intervene, a professor of medicine, whom they invited to lunch one Sunday. He observed me from a distance for two hours. I heard via Juliette that he had considered me tired and depressed. He advised some sporting activity and a course of vitamins. After that I was entitled to a glass of squeezed orange juice every morning. But I refused to join the football team. And still, to every question that was put to me, I waited, shrugged my shoulders, unable to make up my mind, and returned to my bedroom to read.


Juliette sometimes came and joined me. She sat at the side of the bed and Néron placed himself between us. She told me about her life in detail. I continued with my reading. I didn’t listen to her. Only Néron looked as though he were following her. After an hour or two, I stopped her: ‘Juliette, I’m going to sleep.’


She stopped, gazed at me sympathetically and gave me a kiss: ‘It’s nice when we talk to one another from time to time.’


One evening, over dinner, my mother raised the possibility of going to the cinema on Sunday afternoon to see John Wayne’s The Alamo, the film everyone was talking about. I was longing to go. Several months before the film was released, I had declared my admiration for Davy Crockett and my father had given me the cap with the fox tail made of artificial fur. My mother knew I would find it hard to resist. My father pretended that he had not been expecting this suggestion and declared that it was a wonderful idea. Before the showing, we would go and have lunch at the Grand Comptoir. He wanted to go to a cinema on one of the central boulevards. The film would look splendid on its giant screen. They looked at me and waited for a response that never came. I stood up without saying a word. I left the table. As I was going out of the door, I had an inspiration. I turned round. I opened my mouth as if about to say something. I held back so as to make the pleasure last. I only had to say yes for hostilities to cease and for life to go on as it had before, with an exciting film into the bargain, but I had developed a taste for masochism and provocation. I rammed the point home: ‘Next year, I’d like to go to boarding school.’




My father appeared bewildered. My mother sat open-mouthed, unable to understand. Franck looked surprised. I said nothing more. I couldn’t give a damn about their response, positive or negative. Had they agreed on the spot, it would have been all the same to me. They looked at each other without knowing what to say. My mother asked me: ‘Why?’


I paused in order to produce the maximum impact: ‘So that I won’t have to see you any more.’


I left the dining room. And that is why I missed seeing The Alamo on a panoramic screen. It immediately made me feel sick. My only consolation was that they did not see it either. I stayed in my room, hesitating. I came within a hair’s breadth of admitting my errors. I was on the point of giving in. With my ear glued to the wall, I could hear a more than usually fierce quarrel going on between my parents. It was the first time my father had gone out, slamming the front door violently behind him. My mother came into the bedroom. I pretended to be immersed in reading La Condition humaine. My cheeks were ablaze. My heart was thumping. I was doing all I could not to show how upset I was. She sat down at the side of the bed. She gazed at me in silence. I went on reading without taking in a word.


‘Michel, we have to talk.’


I put the book down.


‘Haven’t you gone to the cinema?’


She gazed at me intently, trying to understand me. But how could she when I reacted without thinking? Her confusion was palpable. I pretended to go on reading.


‘You frighten me. If you go on like this, you’ll find yourself on a slippery slope. You’ll ruin your life. I won’t be able to do anything for you.’


I looked up from my book as if surprised to see her there.


‘About boarding school, you weren’t being serious?’


I replied that that was what I wanted. She shook her head several times: ‘What’s the matter with you, Michel?’


I almost burst out laughing and told her that it was a bad joke and that I didn’t mean it. But something stronger urged me on: ‘I’d prefer it. It would be better, wouldn’t it?’




I turned away from her. I began reading again. I sensed her get to her feet. I did not hear her leave the room. She must be waiting. I turned around. She looked at me. We remained there, face to face. I knew instinctively that the first one to speak would have lost. I held her gaze without arrogance or insolence. The telephone began to ring in the dining room. No one picked it up. They had gone out. There were just the two of us. The ringing went on endlessly. We looked at one another without a word. The ringing stopped. The silence between us was restored. I saw her raise her arm. It remained in suspension with a slight quivering. I did not move. She hurled it with force. It was Malraux who bore the brunt. My book hurtled against the wall. She rubbed her hand and left the room. The front door slammed. I heard her steps growing fainter as she went downstairs. I was alone in the empty flat. The telephone rang again. I let it ring. That evening, Néron decided that our separation had lasted long enough. He returned to my bedroom and reclaimed his position at the end of my bed.


The following morning, Maria announced that I would be going to school on my own. My mother would not be coming to collect me any longer. During the afternoon, Sherlock, the head supervisor summoned me. He was a cold, sharp-featured man, with a natural authority. At the mere sight of him, you stopped talking. You stopped running and you bowed your head when you passed him. He had a way of scrutinizing you that made you feel guilty. And yet he had never been heard to raise his voice or mistreat a pupil. Pierre Vermont liked him very much and swore that he was one of the most cultured of men, a philosophy graduate who had given up teaching to go into administration. Sherlock asked me for my pupil’s pass. He looked at it suspiciously. He had my school record open in front of him. He glanced back and forth between his figures and me, while I shifted from foot to foot.


‘Marini, your results are not up to the mark. Especially in maths. If this continues, you’re going to have to repeat a year. You’ve got the final term to pull yourself together. You’re a year ahead, it would be a pity to waste it.’


He tore up the yellow card and replaced it with a pale green one, signed it, removed my photograph, which he stapled on, and rubber-stamped  it. The green card indicated that I was free to leave after the last class. He handed me the pass. Just as I was taking it, he kept hold of it.


‘I don’t want to see you hanging around in bars any more. Is that clear?’


At five o’clock, I waited. Nobody came to collect me. For a moment, I felt like going to see my mother at the shop to tell her that I was sorry. I hesitated. I decided to go home. Nicolas was the first to be surprised at my change of attitude when I refused to go with him to the Balto or the Narval. I did not mention Sherlock, just said I had to get down to work or else… Nicolas was a realistic boy who spoke without any ulterior motives: ‘You and maths, it’s a hopeless case. But don’t worry, there are masses of jobs that don’t require maths.’





If God exists, he’s my witness that I tried. Truly. I applied myself. I spent ages at it. So did Franck. He did everything he could to knock the wretched syllabus into my head. In my mind, it was worse than a blockage, it was emptiness. I would feel that I’d understood and was making progress, but as soon as he left me on my own, I plummeted. He persisted: ‘It’s not complicated. Don’t get worked up. Any idiot is capable of solving these problems! You must get there and you will.’


We spent entire evenings, Saturdays, Sundays and holidays at it. We didn’t succeed. When he explained a theorem to me, it all seemed obvious, but I was incapable of working it out on my own. A couple of his pals did their best but then gave up.


‘Don’t worry. It’s a matter of time and work.’


One day, even he gave up. He had his own exams to prepare for. I didn’t blame him for stopping. He had done all that a brother could do. Maths and me, we just didn’t get along together. There was nothing anyone could do. It wouldn’t be the first time inexplicable things occurred on this earth, nor the last time. I preferred not to think about what would happen if I had to repeat a year. I put the maths book back on the shelf and set off to meet Nicolas. Blow the consequences. We began to play baby-foot once more. We were given some drubbings and we handed out even more. That’s life, after all.


One evening, Nicolas wanted to change venues. Because he was so  insistent, we went to the Narval. I had not been back there since Pierre left, three months ago. I did not want to come across Franck, who was convinced that I was racking my brains over Euclid, harmonic beams and quadratic equations. When he saw me at the baby-foot with Nicolas, he muttered ‘I see’ in a way that spoke volumes. I behaved as if nothing were the matter. My bad mood affected my opponents, who were given a thrashing. A group of spectators congregated around the baby-foot table. When we swapped teams, I glanced over hurriedly at Franck’s table. He had left the bistro without a word. I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned round. Cécile was smiling at me.


‘Did you go missing?’


I realized that Franck had not told her anything about my family tribulations. I did not reckon it was worth expanding on the matter and adopted an evasive air: ‘I’ve had… a lot of work to do.’


Her eyes sparkled. I felt like I was melting into a warm puddle. I was dripping with sweat. For the first time in my life, I skipped my turn at baby-foot. The incredulous expression on the face of Nicolas, who had acquired a new attacker, increased my discomfort.


‘What’ll you have?’


We found ourselves at the bar. I had a café au lait, like her.


‘You know Pierre has left his records for you. I’m not going to cart them over to your place.’


Even though I protested and came up with a string of excuses, it was to no avail. I promised to come round one Saturday to collect them. As she left, she gave me a kiss on the cheek. I caught the smell of her lemony perfume. That night, I slept badly. Maria told me one should not drink café au lait late in the evening.
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For some time, I kept a low profile. I could sense my mother holding back. The business was going through its tax audit and the inspector was asking awkward questions that she could not answer. Her smile had disappeared. She spent a huge amount of time plugging the holes and she feared a harsh penalty. My father, who worked as a sales director, knew nothing about management. She never missed an opportunity to remind him that she could not rely on him and had to cope with the unrewarding task of managing the business on her own. She spent hours on the telephone to Maurice, who gave her useful advice. For Mother’s Day, my father arranged for an enormous bunch of thirty-nine red roses to be delivered, and he booked a table at La Coupole. When my mother returned home in a hurry, shortly before midday, I wished her a happy Mother’s Day and showed her the wonderful bouquet. She scarcely glanced at it, she was so preoccupied about getting back to the shop to resolve some details with the chartered accountant before a meeting she was due to have with the inspector the following day. She left us without a word and rushed off without saying thank you for the flowers, which remained on the table. My father behaved as if nothing were the matter and cursed the sadistic officials, who had no consideration for wives and mothers whom they obliged to work on Sundays. He put the flowers in a crystal vase without removing the wrapping. We set off for lunch without her. Her absence ruined our appetites. When she came home in the evening, she never touched the bouquet, which remained in its cellophane paper. After two days the roses withered and Maria threw them away.


For her birthday, I had wanted to tell her about my moving up to the third year, without letting it be known that this had been achieved thanks to Nicolas. I told myself that only the result mattered. But I did not mention it; either then, or on any other day. She never asked me the question. For her, it was a given. My father, on the other hand, who had given up  his studies after taking the school certificate, was proud and happy. He announced the good news to every neighbour he came across with as much delight as if I had been accepted at the Ecole Polytechnique. He invited us to the cinema. Juliette and I wanted to see Le Voyage en ballon. He was not keen. He preferred Ben Hur. It was sold out. He resigned himself to Le Voyage. Outside the cinema, people were queuing round the block. My father tried to jump the queue, but despite his skill at easing himself into the crowd discreetly and without a fuss, he was spotted by some moaners. We strolled along the boulevards. We came to a cinema where A bout de souffle was showing. Franck had talked enthusiastically to us about it. No one was waiting. The woman at the box office advised us against it. It was not a film for children. My father thrust us into the auditorium nonetheless. He and Juliette loathed the film. We left before the end.


‘How could Franck have liked such a load of rubbish?’ he moaned.


I acted dumb. Deep down, I knew why Franck had liked the film so much. And I loved it for the same reasons.





Once the baccalauréat exams had started, school became less important. Nicolas and I spent our days in the Luxembourg gardens, reading, dawdling or rescuing boats that were stuck in the pond. When evening came, we went to the Balto for our daily game of baby-foot. I still now and then noticed the door with the green velvet curtain at the back of the restaurant, behind the benches where the lovers sat. It was a place one did not enter. Odd-looking men, never women, came to the Balto and simply vanished behind the curtain. I often wondered where the door led. None of my baby-foot friends knew. Old father Marcusot fobbed me off with a ‘You’re not old enough’, which disheartened me. Jacky used to disappear in there with drinks. When I questioned him, he shrugged his shoulders. Nicolas had brushed me off, saying: ‘What the hell does it matter to you what’s behind that door?’


‘Come on now, you donkeys, are you playing or dreaming?’ Samy called out, cocksure as ever, and off we went for another game.
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At the end of June, what I had been dreading finally happened. Cécile was walking towards me up the Boulevard Saint-Michel. I could not avoid her. She rushed over to me. She was excited and spoke without finishing her sentences. She talked at the same frenetic speed as her brother. She asked me to come with her to the Sorbonne in a voice that brooked no opposition. Without waiting for an answer, she took me by the arm and dragged me into the university building. I was surprised by the continuous flow of students who walked up and down the stairs, amidst a pandemonium that required you to shout to make yourself heard. She hesitated, looking panic-stricken and ready to run away, then she gripped my hand very tightly. We went up to the first floor. She walked straight ahead, tense, head held high, pale, forcing her way through the dense mass of bodies with difficulty.


‘Michel, go and look over there, please,’ she said plaintively.


I turned around and saw a group of students congregated around some noticeboards on which the exam results were displayed. Some of them were cock-a-hoop and were waving their hands in triumph, others had collapsed or were in tears. I shoved my way through and searched for her name among the endless lists. Sudden surges of the crowd moved me several feet away. I used my shoulders and elbows to steady myself with as much determination as if I were the one involved. Her name appeared: ‘Cécile Vermont: pass, with merit’. I struggled to extricate myself. Her eyes were closed. I yelled: ‘Cécile, you’ve passed!’


I rushed over to her. We fell into each other’s arms. She hugged me until I almost suffocated. I could feel her body, her panting breath on my neck, her smell, her shudders of joy. The embrace seemed to last for an eternity. My head was spinning. We remained pressed to one another for a few seconds longer than the mere explosion of delight at the results warranted. She took my face in her hands and murmured: ‘Thanks, little brother, thanks.’




It was the first time she had called me that. This new intimacy agreed with me wonderfully. When she kissed me on the cheek, my heart thumped. We walked back through the university in a jubilant mood. Up on her cloud, Cécile laughed, hopped from one foot to another, hugged everybody and cheered up those who had not got through. As if to emphasize her joy, she introduced me just by my first name. Several students gave me a puzzled look. I could sense them staring behind my back. I felt as light as a sparrow. We found ourselves on the Place de la Sorbonne once more among groups of students discussing their results. Cécile gradually recovered her natural calm. She spotted Franck before he saw her. As soon as he saw her looking so happy, he realized and took her in his arms. He whirled her round. They spent a long time kissing. Franck offered us a drink in a jam-packed café. Cécile began to talk about her exams and the traps she had known how to avoid. It was impossible to interrupt her. We didn’t want to. With her short hair and her tomboyish figure, she looked the spitting image of Jean Seberg. Just as beautiful, just as radiant, with the same grace and the same fragile intensity, except that Cécile had dark hair and large brown eyes.


She wanted us to go and pick up the records that Franck had left for me. My protests were useless, as were Franck’s. We found ourselves in the huge apartment on the quai des Grands-Augustins, which might have seemed gloomy had it not been for the cheerful amount of clutter everywhere. Cécile had not touched a thing since Pierre’s farewell party: the empty bottles of alcohol, the books piled up, the overflowing ashtrays, the dirty plates and the paintings lying all over the floor produced a strange atmosphere in this empty place, which was far too big for her. She cleared away the clothes that were heaped on the sofa and shoved them onto the floor to make room for us to sit down. She went to look for the records. We could hear her rummaging in the cupboards as she moaned about the mess everywhere. She reappeared and then vanished immediately. Franck put his arm around my shoulder.
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